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Wlachs? We had better leave the solution of that puzzle to the
philologists and confess that we do not know.
But when we reach the era of the written chronicles, what
endless invasions, wars, and calamities! There were, as I have
already told you, two main routes leading from the gap between
the Urals and the Caspian Sea to the west. One went northward
of the Carpathians and led to the forests of the northern European
plain. The other followed the Danube, and by means of the
Brenner Pass carried the hungry savages to the heart of Italy, The
Romans knew this and they therefore used the Balkans as their first
line of defence against that6 foreign scum/ as they were pleased
to call those despised barbarians who eventually were to destroy
them. Lack of soldiers gradually forced them to retreat to their
own peninsula and leave the Balkan peoples to their fete. When
the great migrations had come to an end, not a trace remained of
the original Bulgarians. The Slavs had assimilated them so com-
pletely that not a single word of the ancient Bulgarian tongue
survives in the Slavic dialect spoken by the so-called Bulgarians of
to-day.
The position however of the new conquerors was exceedingly
precarious. In the south they had to deal with Byzantium, that
eastern remnant of the Roman Empire which was Roman in name
only but Greek in purpose and structure. From the north and die
west they were for ever threatened by raids on the part of the
Hungarians and the Albanians. Next the Crusaders passed
through their territory, an unholy army of holy men, the dis-
inherited from all nations, ready to plunder Turk or Slav with
equal ferocity. Finally the threat of an all-overpowering Turkish
invasion and those last desperate appeals to Europe to come and
protect the common soil of Christendom against the degrading
touch of the infidel. And the sudden hush that spread through
the land when fugitives from the Bosporus told how the Moslem
Sultan had ridden his horse up the steps of Saint Sofia to desecrate
the most holy of all the holy shrines of the Greek Church.
Followed by the panic when the reddening sky of burning
villages told of the steady advance of Turkish troops, marching
westward through the blood-soaked valley of the Msritza. And